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No Pestilence at the Border 

Lindsay Garcia 

ABSTRACT In this poem, I explore what various politicians have stated about immigrants using 
pest metaphors while interweaving pest control discourses. A pest is an animal that is “out of place.” 
Immigrants, too, are often “out of place” or “uprooted” or in between places. They live between the 
world in which they are from and the world in which they inhabit presently, never fully fitting into 
either world. As there is a multiplicity of immigrants who choose to cross the border from Mexico, 
there is also a multiplicity of pests who cross different kinds of borders and boundaries. Pests and 
immigrants are liminal beings, making some people uneasy. My intention here is not to universalize 
the figure of the immigrant nor the figure of the pest, but instead to explore the complications of 
immigration-pest discourse in US political cultures. 

Introduction 

"They treat us like pests,” remarked an El Salvadoran man attempting to acquire health 
care in the Washington DC area in 2012More than 100 years earlier, the 1911 
Dillingham Immigration Commission, a federal bipartisan effort to study issues related to 
immigration from 1907-1911, stated: “We should exercise at least as much care in 
admitting human beings [to the United States] as we exercise in relation to animals or 
insect pests or disease germs.”2 These kinds of xenophobic comparisons are historic and 
commonplace in American history, although they have shifted over time based on 
different historic, international, and cultural events and conflicts that target particular 
populations. With recent events such as President Donald Trump’s plan to build an 
impenetrable wall between the United States and Mexico, and make Mexico pay for it, 
these immigrant-pest correlations continue to escalate, especially in the American 
media.2 

No Pestilence at the Border explores the political rhetoric of immigration as it pertains to 
pest metaphors and pest control discourse, specifically how it plays out in the media 
regarding crossings of the US-Mexico border. The most basic definition of a “pest” is an 
animal that is “out of place,” a phrase that borrows from Mary Douglas’s foundational 
structuralist text Purity and Danger on dirt and taboos.- Immigrants, too, are often “out of 
place,” displaced, or in between places. They live between the world in which they are 
from and the world in which they inhabit presently. There is no universal immigrant. 
Instead, there are a multiplicity of immigrants who choose or are coerced to cross the US- 
Mexican border due to factors such as labor, climate, and family, among others; these 
people are also differentiated by many diverse elements such as identity, ability, health, 
nationality, ethnicity, race, class, gender/sex, employment status, and familial 
organization. There are also a myriad of different kinds of pests with different species, 
origins, morphologies, behavioral tactics, social, and cultural structures. While immigrants 
and pests are not equivalent in their challenges and oppressions, they are both liminal 
figures, and this liminal-ness makes some people uncomfortable. 

No Pestilence at the Border evolved from exploring recent rhetorical comparisons 
between immigrants and pests made by Republican politicians and their supporters.- 


Clearly, even if I am advocating that we review how we think about pest animals, it is 
always already problematic to draw any kind of parallel between marginalized humans 
and nonhumans. While there is no essential correlation between immigrants and pests, 
and to say so would encourage further prejudice, there is a historical, rhetorical, and 
material entanglement. For instance, I recently studied the long entangled history of 
African Americans and American cockroaches that began on the slave ship.- Recognizing 
this entanglement allows us to step back and subvert the rhetoric that disempowers 
immigrants as well as uproot the long-existing ideologies and discriminations of these 
marginalized human and nonhumans. There has to be a way to advocate for both the 
marginalized humans and the marginalized nonhumans of the politician’s rants. 

One method would be to appropriate the metaphorical parallels between immigrants and 
nonhuman pests, turn them on their head, and use them in a positive manner toward pro¬ 
immigration activism. One pro-immigration Latinx activist Xavier Hermosillo has already 
embraced the sentiment of a future “invasion” of Hispanic immigrants: "We will take over 
house by house, block by block. We may not overcome, but we will overwhelm.’-While 
there are problems with this tactic as well, Hermosillo’s use of pestilent rhetoric comes at 
the issue from a place of empowerment instead of dehumanization. The adoption of 
pestilent rhetoric, in the spirit of feminists taking back the word "cunt,” could be used to 
say something like "Yes, we are rats; your impenetrable walls don’t scare us; we will always 
find ways to overcome your surveillance, your above and belowground sensors; we will 
climb over your waIls.”SThe work that I am suggesting is absurdist, and it is also important 
to note that crossing the border is not always a fully empowered choice or a playful hike 
through the desert. There is a whole system of coyotes, the side effects of human 
trafficking, intersections with drug cartels and Minutemen, dust, dehydration, and heat 
exhaustion, snakes, and other animals.-And once you make it, if you don’t die in the desert 
or get discovered and sent back to Mexico, there are challenges like finding housing, 
employment, and resources, and constantly avoiding the notice of ICE and INS, among 
others. 

The following poem appropriates anti-immigration pest rhetoric yet recognizes the 
strength of individuals who cross or attempt to cross the US-Mexico border. The poem 
vacillates between narrators and voices, attempting to capture some of the challenges 
and nuances of immigrant-pest correlatives and entangled histories as well as the 
experiences of border-crossers and those who support them stateside. Art and language 
have the power to shape the world and to improve the lives of humans and nonhumans in 
different and intersecting ways by stepping outside of traditional visual juxtapositions 
and grammar structures to envision a more hospitable world for all. 

Poem 

You came here 
to live in the shadows— 
amongst the drops of rain 
that commingle on branches 
in the morning— 


You came here 
thirsty— 


in the shadows of ships 
slave ships even 

hitching a ride from the West Coast of Africa 
to the Southern United States— 

You came here 

in the shadows of trade routes 
thirsty— 

from China to Europe 
in the Middle Ages^S 

You scurried here— 

last week 

from Mexico 

across the desert 

thirsty 

thirsty 

thirsty 

You came here 
to live in the shadows 

You didn’t come here 
thirsty 

with an expectation 
that you would demand 
a path to citizenship— 

You will eat all my food 
or spoil it 

with your little leg hairs 
and shit— 


I leave droplets of water 


for you— 

Angels and ranchers 
leave buckets of water 
for you^Q 

No matter what I do 
your thirst drives you 
to penetrate the wal I— 
through cracks 
crevices 
weak links 

You are rapists22 

penetrating my home 

the ears and eyes of my children— 

You can go out there 
like rats 
and multiply^ 
making your own children 
playing with mine— 

You operate in the dark2£ 

You come across the borders 
like rats and roaches 
in the woodpile- 
like rats and roaches 
in the stowage of ships^S 
stowaways 

on boats and rafts and swimming 

The reason you are so bad now 


they believe 


is because of the warm winters— 

They think 

we’ve got to get control 
They think 

that’s what we need to know 
They think 

that you are a monster 

created to slay 

at the end of the day^Q 

They want to kill the rat 

and break up the families of the rat^i 

They don’t want you to come back 

They don’t want to let you use their deodorant 
or drink their water 
or sleep in their beds32 

They say 
you don’t belong 
in their house 
at all 

They say 

they don’t even have to kill you 

just use e-verification of citizenship^ 

that you will find the conditions so intolerable— 

that you will head back to the nest 

They say 

you are just a little bigger 

than a grasshopper^ 


that you’ll scatter 

and they’ll be able to catch you. 

Securing our borders is just like securing our homes— 

A border with no fence 

is like a house with no doors 

where you can come and go as you please.— 

I left you water last night too 

I don’t want you to die in the desert 

They say they will build a wall 
but there are already walls^S 
Humans have built walls 
around their homes 
states 
countries 

to keep pests like you out 
since the beginning of time 

And you have 
always penetrated them 
always came in 
uninvited 

Your thirst drove you 

No matter what I do 
no matter what I do 
you always come in 
swarms, and infestations 


and no matter what I do 


you always come in 


You never give up 
You rise up— 

Thirsty 

You climb over my wall. 
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penetrates the vagina during intercourse. Additionally, "penetrate” is often used to 
describe how pest animals cross borders and walls within the home. While this is not 
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